Children’s and parents’ attitudes towards domestic violence as a means of education by Bay, Elena
elena Bay
Brest State University of name Pushkin 
Belarus
◆
Children’s and parents’ attitudes  
towards domestic violence  
as a means of education
Abstract: The issue of domestic violence against children is actively dis-
cussed in Belarusian society and in science. Children undoubtedly suffer 
negative consequences of domestic abuse that hinder their development and 
socialization. Nonetheless, various forms of violence against children mani-
fest themselves quite often. Children of preschool, primary school, and teen 
age are in a high-risk group to suffer from domestic violence. The problem 
arises from the fact that children justify the behavior of their parents who use 
different forms of violence as a means of educating their children. The aim 
of specialists is to decrease the level of tolerance towards domestic violence 
against children in the society. 
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Analysis of domestic violence against children  
in the Republic of Belarus
D iscussion of child maltreatment in the Republic of Belarus before the start of the 2000s was a taboo. Attempts to realize the magnitude of 
the problem, its possible causes, and consequences on social and national 
levels only began in the last 10-15 years.
The national study to assess the situation of violence against children, 
conducted in 2007-2008, revealed that more than one third of children were 
subject ad to some forms of violence in the family [1, p. 121].
The most common types of violence against children are loud and 
aggressive shouting, insulting nicknames, swearing, threats, neglect, fist 
punching, use of belts, sticks and other objects to physically hurt body parts, 
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lack of care and support, evoking feelings of self-worthlessness in a child. 
Parents tend to exert physical violence against children twice as often as 
any other members of the family. Acquired data indicates that girls are 
more likely than boys to become subjects of physical and emotional abuse 
as well as inadequate care. Herewith fathers are more likely than mothers 
to exert psychological abuse over boys rather than girls. 
The study also revealed that the rate of psychological abuse increases as 
the child grows older, and the amount of physical abuse raises its climax 
at the age of 12-14 years old. The relationship between parents’ educational 
level and use of violence against their children seems to be established – 
the more educated parent are, the less likely they are to resort to abusive 
methods of child education and upbringing. 
Majority of specialists consider family norms and traditions of child 
upbringing, tolerance of the society towards physical punishment and 
reluctance of children to seek help within law enforcement authorities 
and specialists as the main barriers to decrease levels of domestic violence 
against children in Belarus.
According to the multi-indicative cluster survey of women and children 
in Belarus in the year 2012 [2], one in three children aged from 2 to 14 years 
old is a subject to physical punishment. This number increases to 47% in 
age group from 2 to 4 year olds. Only one third of children are being raised 
without any exposure to violence (parents use requests and explanations 
as educational methods). Unfortunately, due to the lack of reliable data in 
the country, these statistics should be considered much lower than actual 
numbers as only 1 out of 500 acts of domestic violence against children 
becomes known. 
Nevertheless, the results of the study paid attention to the issue and 
stimulated activity from the state and society to protect children. Thus, 
the project “Homes without Violence” was launched in 2012 in the Repub-
lic of Belarus. The aim of the project was to combat domestic abuse. The 
second part of the project – the information campaign “Playroom without 
Violence” – was implemented in 2014. 
Additionally, in 2014 the Republic of Belarus passed the legislation “The 
Law on the Prevention of Offenses” in which the term “domestic violence” 
was first defined. The law defines domestic violence as “deliberate acts of 
physical, psychological and sexual nature of one member of the family 
towards the other, violating person’s rights, freedom, legal interests and 
causing him/her physical and (or) mental suffering.” [4, p. 2].
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As a  result of the above-mentioned work, the Republic of Belarus is 
placed on 36th place out of 172 countries of the world on the children index. 
However, according to some authors (L. Oliferenko, P. Pavlenok, L. Sma-
gina, I. Furmanova, et al.) the problem of domestic violence against chil-
dren still stays relevant in Belarus. Researchers found specific relationship 
characteristics towards a child (high expectations and demands, control, 
emotional coldness, etc.), underdeveloped parenting skills and feelings (focus 
on self-interest, lack of care and attention to child’s needs, reservation and 
even hostility), and attitudes towards punishment (including physical) as 
a means of education to be the most important factors that increase the 
likelihood of a parent’s violent behavior.
The research on prevalence of childhood domestic abuse, social attitudes 
that condone violence against children and examining parents’ stance on the 
issue are the key components in prevention and solution of the problem of 
domestic violence. With regret, such kind of research is rare in the Repub-
lic of Belarus and, thus, the problem of domestic violence against children 
seems “imaginary” to many, including specialists working with children.
The prevailing subject of discussion among parents and specialists is the 
necessity of child punishment as a means of education. The key issue is to 
be able to differentiate when punishment serves as a pedagogical tool and 
when it could be qualified as an abusive treatment of a child. The latter one 
is unacceptable from both educational and legal perspectives as it violates 
one of the most important children rights – the right to respect.
The main goal of our study is to find out perception of parents and 
children of different age towards violence (including violence in the form of 
punishment). The study used questionnaires and projective tests to obtain 
the results.
Perceptions and attitudes of primary school children 
towards violent actions of their parents  
(discussion of the results)
The research group comprised were 30 primary school children at one of 
the schools in Brest (Belarus). To achieve the research objectives, we have 
developed a questionnaire with open-ended and closed-ended questions.
Having analyzed the answers to the question “What is punishment?” 
it is clear that generally preschool children correctly understand the con-
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cept and characterize it as specific actions directed at them. Thus, 13% of 
the respondents defined punishment as “when they are put in the corner, 
kneeling on peas, or being beaten with a belt.” Another 10% of preschoolers 
said that punishment is “being banned from using a computer, playing and 
eating sweets.” 14% of the children defined the concept of punishment as 
“self-worry and mental suffering”, and 3% said that punishment means“ 
double amount of homework.” Only 10% of respondents did not answer 
the question. 
Answers to the second survey question – “What are you being punished 
for by your parents?” – revealed that children think that the prevalent cause 
is bad behavior. Thus, 32% of the respondents said they were being punished 
because they were making too much noise, staying out past curfew, etc.15% 
of the children admitted that not cleaning the house was the reason for 
their punishment, 9% indicate poor eating, 6% said arguing with a sibling, 
and 4% said playing on the computer too much was the reason for being 
punished. One fifth of primary school children is being punished for not 
completing homework assignment and getting bad grades at school. This 
could lead to decreased motivation for academic performance, as learning 
is children’s major activity, and any failures at it are very traumatizing. 9% 
of the respondents said they do not know why they are being punished. 
The answers to the survey question “Why do you think your parents 
use punishment?” revealed that 30% of the children correctly understand 
the reasons behind punishment – “So that I do not do that again.” How-
ever, majority of the children (70%) cannot explain the reasons and simply 
say, “This is how it is supposed to be” or do not answer the question at all. 
Perhaps, parents do not explain the reasons for punishing a child, thus, 
making it very difficult for him/her to realize the correctional meaning of it. 
Many of the children (79%) think that their punishments are justified, 
however, 14% of the respondents do not think that being punished is fair. 
Out of the group 7% of primary school children did not answer the ques-
tions regarding fairness of the punishment. When children thought the 
punishment was reasonable, they explained it as “It was my fault” and “This 
is how my parents educate me and this is correct.” However, when children 
thought the punishment was unfair they realised it as “my punishment 
wasn’t fair because my sibling was at fault”, or “my punishment wasn’t fair 
because I couldn’t finish my meal and be on time for 9am class at school.”
The answers to the question “What do your parents use as punishment?” 
revealed that parents mostly resort to various forms of violence to punish 
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their children (slapping, hitting, pulling child’s ears). This means that par-
ents attempt to use physical violence on influencing their child, avoiding 
the use of more complicated but less effective methods. This is a sign for 
child specialists that indicates that there is a  strong need for developing 
educational programs for parents to teach them non-violent methods of 
educating children. It is important to show parents that there are many 
nonviolent pedagogical methods that can be used to bring install discipline 
in a child and teach them obedience and responsibility. 
The fact that most of primary school children consider abusive actions 
of their parents necessary to influence them is a very negative trend. In such 
way children accept violent behavior directed at them as a norm. 47% of the 
respondents answered, “Yes” to the question “Do you get punished for the 
same misconduct?” while 50% said “No.” Another 3% of children did not 
answer the question. This data concludes that in half of the cases abusive 
punishment is ineffective. Consequently, this method proves to bring more 
harm, in a form of mental or physical damage, rather than good, which is 
a correction of the child’s behavior.
Furthermore, we found that 42% of the respondents, when agreeing with 
fairness of the punishment, experience feelings of guilt. Half of the children 
experience resentment, fear and pain, which could lead to aggression as 
they might seek payback and revenge.
Answers to another question “How often do your parents punish you?” 
reveal that parents rarely resort to punishment, specifically 2-3 times a months. 
This data suggests that frequency of punishment methods is reasonable in 
relationship to primary school children.
After analyzing the feedback to the question “Does your behavior change 
after the punishment?” it was found that majority of the respondents (90%) 
do change their behavior which might indicate that such punishment 
methods are effective. However, as mentioned above, most parents punish 
their children for the same misdeeds, which suggest that results of the 
punishment are rather short-lived.
Hence, the results of the study persuasively indicate that most parents 
punish their children for misbehavior and poor academic performance 
using anti-pedagogical methods, which denotes various forms of violence. 
The result of such punishment is temporary and results in mental and 
physical harm. Nevertheless, in most cases, children are willing to justify 
parental behavior and accept violence towards themselves as fair means of 
education. 
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Perceptions and attitudes of teenagers  
towards violence (discussion of the results)
A group of 75 students aged 13-16 from different schools of the city of Brest 
(Belarus) took part in the survey. According to the survey results, 52% of 
the respondents said that their parents use “moral” punishment (humilia-
tion, verbal abuse, and deprivation of something). 23% of the respondents 
said their parents also use physical forms of punishment (slapping, hitting 
and beating). Punishment happens regularly among – 54% of the answer, 
or often (1% of answers). 
Rudeness, cruelty and disrespect should not be considered as normal 
behavior towards each other. Moreover, such methods do not serve any 
educational functions. According to the responses on the question of “What 
do you feel when your parents yell, criticize, humiliate and offend you?” 
all teenagers experience feelings destructive to their personality, such as 
aggression (46.6% of the respondents), anguish (22.6%), anger (17.3%), 
indifference (13.3%), fear (13.3%), melancholy(12%), desire to disappear 
(10.8%) and hatred (6.6%).
It is quite disturbing to know that some teenagers experience “desire 
to disappear” as it might lead not only to leaving a family but also and up 
their life (suicide). As a  result, it is clear that teenagers, unlike primary 
school students, experience much stronger emotional reactions to parental 
abusive behavior. 
Perceptions and attitudes of young parents towards 
violence (discussion of the results)
In the first part of the research, we studies perception of violence in young 
mothers with no more than 5 years of marital life experience. The research 
group consisted of 65 mothers from Grodno region, Belarus. All of them 
had children of young (up to 3 years old) and/or preschool age (up to 5 
years old). 
The data obtained from the survey suggests that young mothers perceive 
violence as physical impact of strong force, especially beating. Large amount 
of respondents – 35% – agrees with this definition. Less often violence is 
defined as verbal insult (33%). The rest of respondents consider “restrictions 
in desires and actions” (14%) and “imposing requirements” (14%) as mani-
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festation of violent behavior. Only 4% of young mothers defined violence as 
“pressure.” Consequently, the definition of violent behavior, as perceived by 
young parents, is rather undifferentiated. This makes it difficult for parents 
to exert self-control in complex educational situations.
Describing their own methods of influencing young and preschool age 
children in case of misbehaving 20% of young mothers stated that they 
often used punishment. Among the forms of punishment used it include 
command (32% of mothers), persuasion (40%), disapproval (32%), criticism 
(40%) and physical punishment (16%). Such behavior as mocking a child 
(24%), anguish (32%), and threats (16%) also caused negative effects. When 
young mothers find themselves in difficult situations, they tend frequently 
to use the following methods of influence: command (48%), threats (44%), 
criticism (52%), mocking (36%), anguish (36%), and physical punishment 
(68%). This evidence suggests a clear pattern – the less corrective effect of 
the punishment, the higher is the risk of child abuse.
According to the mothers, half of them had never tried to influence 
a child while being stressed out. Another 24% of the respondents sometimes 
allowed themselves such kind of behavior, whereas 4% of mothers often 
punished their child without any reason at all.
While answering another question “Please choose the reasons which 
would cause you to yell, threaten or hit your child” parents tried to select 
most socially accepted answers. Thus, 16% of the mothers said they threaten 
and hit their child in attempts to raise them well, 20% said they would use 
such methods if a child disappointed them. Some parents (4%) hit a child 
when s/he is demanding or asking for something. Majority of respondents 
(40%) cannot explain the reasons that let them to use violence against their 
children. Consequently, most mothers participating in the survey, regardless 
of their reasons and motives, indicate the use of threatening and physical 
abuse in relationship to young children.
Reflecting on the experience of living in parental home, about 50 per 
cent of the mothers stated that in case of disobedience, their parents, 
as a  rule, either yelled at them (48%) or tried to use persuasion (48%). 
Only some respondents said their parents used physical violence such 
as “slapping” (12%), “hitting” (4%) or “threatening to hit” (12%). Thus, 
the methods of maternal influence on a child coincide with the model of 
influence adopted in their retrospective progenitor families. In either case, 
majority of evidence points to using verbal methods were characterized by 
abusive acts. 
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Hence, the results of this study indicate that relationship between a mother 
and a child in a young family is characterized particularly by high control 
requirements, austerity and educational confrontation, which, in turn, 
develops into psychological and even physical child abuse. So, educational 
goals in such families are achieved using inadequate methods. 
The analysis of the survey results also demonstrated that parents get 
irritated by such children traits as stubbornness, whining, restlessness, 
disobedience, laziness, clumsiness and distraction. 
The disturbing fact is that majority of parents accept possibility of using 
physical violence against 3 year old children. Some of the respondents (17%) 
allow physical influence on children as young as 6 months old.
The second part of the survey focused on identifying the attitude of 
a mother towards a child. We used PARI methodology (E. Sheffer, P. Bell) 
to obtain the results.
In our view, the fact that young women experience feelings of self-sacri-
fice in the role of a mother could negatively affect the levels of child abuse 
manifestation. Thus, 85% of mothers are willing to sacrifice everything for 
the sake of their children. However, in return, they expect children to be 
grateful for their actions (95% of the respondents), and yet 50 per cent of 
the mothers complain about the lack of gratitude and appreciation from 
their kids. Young women believe that children should understand how much 
their parents do for them (85% of respondents).
One third of the surveyed women consider being a  strict parent as 
a necessity. They point out “when a child grows up, s/he will be grateful 
to parent for the strict upbringing” (35%). Yet another 70% of mothers are 
convinced that children “ought to be brought up in even stricter manner 
than it happens today.” Young mothers mistakenly think that strict disci-
pline develops a strong character in a child (35% of respondents), and even 
“makes a child happy” (10%). 
In this way, the results of the survey indicate great importance of the role 
as a mother to young women. However, the desire to receive such feedback 
as reciprocate care and gratitude for parental efforts from children points 
to “conditions” for parental love. Thus, in case children do not meet such 
conditions, mother might display cruel behaviors. 
The analysis of parental essays indicates that majority of the mothers 
have a positive image of their child – 86% of responses consist of positive 
characteristics of a child. At the same time, it is important to point out 
that maximum number of responses is focused on the category “obedience” 
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(55%). That is, mothers’ perception of a loved and virtuous/righteous child 
ultimately includes readiness of that child to carry out parental will. So, 
what if a child does not comply? We believe the answer is logical – violence 
will be utilized. 
Perception and attitudes of parents  
with primary school age children towards violence 
(discussion of the results)
Twenty parents, who have 6-7 year old children, took part in this survey 
(Brest region, Belarus). We used questionnaires and projective technique 
called “Parental Essay” as research tools.
The questionnaire results point out that one fourth of surveyed parents 
allow for child punishment, including physical punishment, as an educa-
tional method. The disturbing fact is that 65% of respondents find physical 
punishment legitimate, although only in exceptional cases. The obtained 
answers reveal clear contradiction – all parents say they unconditionally love 
their child, but at the same time they are ready to humiliate them, cause 
pain and suffering using physical violence. We find unconditional parental 
love and physical punishment of a child to be incompatible features. Even 
though it could result from parents being incapable of dealing with their 
negative emotions and inability to influence a child otherwise in difficult 
situations.
Contemporary parents often complain about being extremely busy and 
fatigued. They believe these are valid reasons to deny their child parental 
attention (80% of respondents). The survey results indicate that only 15% of 
the respondents do not deny their child attention under any circumstanc-
es. We believe such results indicate that many parents do not realize the 
important role of mutual activities and communication in the process of 
personality development among primary school age children. 
The answers of respondents to the question “Do you agree with the 
statement that you cannot spoil a child with parental love?” showed that 
there was no consensus. Only one third of respondents strongly agree with 
the statement. Another 40% slightly agree. Yet one third of them admitted 
that they could hardly agree with the statement. Thus, theses respondents 
use stereotypes to guide their behavior, and often disguise feeling towards 
a child using intense austerity and coldness. In this case what is a child to 
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do? How does s/he recognize that behind that mask his mother loves him 
very much?
The analysis of parental essays on the subject “How should parents cope 
with a disobedient child?” showed that most respondents (85%) indicate 
socially accepted answers, such as “It is necessary to find out the root cause 
of misbehavior and eliminate it” and “It is necessary not to just be parents 
to your children but also friends and companions.”
Some parents say the lack of attention on their part causes their chil-
dren to misbehave. That is they assume partial responsibility for unruly 
behavior of children. However, 20% of the parents still believe that in case 
of disobedience the best way to deal with it is by old pattern approach of 
“carrot and stick.” 
Perceptions and attitudes  
towards violence of parents raising teenagers  
(discussion of the results)
The analysis was carried out based on responses results of 17 parents liv-
ing in rural area (Brest region, Belarus) who agreed to participate in the 
study. As research tools we used questionnaires and projective technique 
“Incomplete sentences.”
We found that 64.7% of the respondents agreed with using physical 
punishment as educational method if it is moderate and well justified. 
Another 29.4% allowed physical punishment in rare occasions. This may 
indicate a predisposition of most parents to physical violence against chil-
dren in the family.
Another key focus of the study was to find out respondents’ attitudes of 
violence against children in other families. It was assumed that parents to 
some extent would project their own perceptions of violence in the answers. 
Table 1 illustrates qualitative data.
As it can be seen from Table 1, one third of the parents-respondents are 
passive and would not try to take any action to influence violent situations 
in other families. Another part said they would not pay any attention at all 
or might discuss it with work colleagues. This may indicate respondents’ 
indifference towards other children problems and tolerance of physical 
child abuse. However, most of the parents would act upon receiving such 
information and would call the police, education authorities and/or child 
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protective services. This may be seen as a sign of indifference to the fate of 
other people’s children and rejection of abusive actions as a proper means 
of influence on a  teenager. Furthermore, let us analyze the results of the 
projective technique “Incomplete Sentences. When asked to finish the sen-
tence “Children are…” it is seen that parents have a variety of images in 
their minds when they think of what their children (see Table 2).
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Table 1. Respondents’ actions in situations of child abuse in other families
 
  
 
 
  
 
 
Table 2. Imaginary picture of the child’s image in the minds of his parents
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The results show that majority of the parents (69%) have a positive image 
of their child. This is inferred from such answers as children are “flowers 
of life”, “happiness”, “joy”, and “our future.” However, there are also such 
negative answers (31%) as children are “problems”, “big money”, “troubles”, 
and “expenditures.” Such answers demonstrate various motivations for 
parenthood, which in turn affects behavior towards children in a  family. 
The next table illustrates parental images of unruly children.
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Table 3. Image of a disobedient child in parents’ minds
The analysis of the data suggest that all answers of the parents could be 
divided into 3 categories:
1. Parents who indicate specific manifestation of disobedience point to 
(a child who does not fulfil parents’ will, the one who does not listen to 
parents, demonstrates poor academic performance, the one who lies);
2. Parents who consider child’s misbehavior to be the result of their own 
mistakes in raising him/her (parents’ fault and mistakes);
3. Parents who think bad behavior of a child is entirely his/her own respon-
sibility (a child is a “headache”).
The last category of the parents demands close attention of child special-
ists, as these parents do not feel responsible for the results of their parenting.
Furthermore, we were interested in the reasons why parents punish their 
children. The results show that only one parent indicated that s/he does not 
reprimand his children. The rest of the parents named a list of reason why 
they could punish a child (Table 4).
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Table 4. The reasons why parents could punish their children
The answers received through this survey prove to be rather typical. 
Majority of parents punish their children for disobedience and bad behav-
ior (broken dishes, fights at school), for breaking moral conduct (lying, 
disrespectful treatment of adults), bad character traits (clumsiness, being 
messy) and poor academic performance (bad grades). 
Thus we see that parents are highly demanding of their children. The 
reasons for punishment are not always appropriate, as broken dishes and 
school grades should not be the cause for punishment. Nevertheless, this 
study showed that in most families’ punishment is used as a means of influ-
encing a child, and majority of the children see it as violence. At the same 
time, there is lack of trust in a parent-child relationship, and many children 
consider themselves victims of child abuse. Parents do not strive to talk to 
children, find out the reasons for conflict, which may lead to alienation of 
children from parents and damage proper family bonds. 
At the same time, it is much more important to develop a mechanism 
of moral behavior and attitudes towards academic performance in children 
which would allow them to form their own behaviors and actions. Thus, 
the main goal of parents is to make sure that the use of various methods 
of punishment could be reduced to a minimum and if applied it is peda-
gogically correct.
38 ◆ elena Bay
References:
EIDEMILLER, E. G., (2000) Psychology and Psychotherapy of a Family, E.G. Eide-
miller, V.V. Justickis. – SPb.: Peresburg, p. 6565.
FURMANOV, I. A., (2010) National survey report to assess the situation of child 
abuse in the Republic of Belarus, I.A. Furmanov et al. – Minsk, V.I.Z.A. 
GRUPP, p. 156.
Reference to electronic sources:
Final report of multi-indicator cluster survey of women’s and children’ satiation in 
Belarus for the year 2012. – Online access: http://un.by/news/belarus/1dacd-
8c733eb4.html.
Legislation of the Republic of Belarus “The Law on the Prevention of Offenses.” – 
Online access: http://base.spinform.ru/show_doc.fwx?rgn=64951
Playroomwithoutviolence. – Onlineaccess: http://news.tut.by/society/414839. 
Note about the autor:
Bay Elena - is the associate professor of social work, the Brest state university of name 
Pushkin, candidate of psychological sciences. Scientific interests - communication 
psychology, ethics of social work, social psychology. E-mail: pedagog65@mail.ru.
